TRAVEL-DIARY
there was a rumour that all the horses and chairs had fol-
lowed him. At half-past seven a little food was reluctantly
brought: we ate it with obstinate deliberation. Meanwhile
Peter held forth, for the benefit of A. W. Kao, on the waste
of his valuable time, The Times's time, in visiting this
front, where one saw nothing and where all information
was withheld, A. W. was only too easily drawn by this
kind of teasing; he controlled his temper and his im-
patience with difficulty. I wondered what would have
happened, by this evening, to the handsome furniture of
the upper rooms, and discussed, with Auden, the ethics
of pocketing a pair of jade animals to save them from the
fate worse than death.
By eight o'clock we had finished eating. There was no-
thing to do but leave. It was a grey, lowering morning.
My feet were so painful that I could barely hobble along
the streets: despite the evacuation order there were plenty
of people still about. They regarded our bedraggled de-
parture quietly. I felt like the last, lame, ship-deserting
rat. A few civilians tried to propitiate Fleming with a
promise of some ^unofficial information'—but this con-
sisted only in showing him a couple of soaked newspapers
on a ruined wall.
The chairs and horses had waited for us after all. I got
on to my little brown pony, which seemed nearly as tired
as I was, and away we plodded, along the muddy, strag-
gling field-paths. The whole countryside was sodden like
a sponge. The clouds were low over the hills, with occa-
sional streaks of sunshine. It was stuffy and warm. Away
behind Meiki, we heard sudden bursts of gunfire. The
atmosphere of retreat, coupled with our hangovers, de-
pressed us all—all except Peter, who marched indefatig-
ably ahead, with his tireless, springy stride, puffing at his
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